War e return of earth 1o ugly eartr,
War icas foundering of sublsmuties.
Extinctns of each happy ert and faith

By wwhwt: the :vorld had stll &epl read 1r arr,

Pratest:ng logic a1 protesting love.
Lintd the unendurcdie moment struck -
The smeviess sercar, the duly lo run mead.

Rober: Graves

No pen or drawing can

amqaisautwq.:z:mmnlxm‘qg of the

In sanms zets and ou:c.' uhsersances

You cbsurbed me

(ntil one day 1 xlood emunent

And [ saw you gathered round me,
{plovkrng,

dnd about you ¢ radrance that seerned to bect
Wisth rariant giow and 1o g:2r

Grace to our uniy.

But, God! | know that 1'li sterd
Someday in the lonelsest wilderness,
Someday my heart will cry

For the soul that has been, but tha! now
15 scatter 'd unth the winds,

Deceased and devord.

! &now that I'll wander with a cry;
'O beautiful men. O men I loved,

O iwkither are you gone. my company?'
Herbert Read

battles taking place day and night, month after month. Evil and the
tncarnate fiend clone can be master of this war, and 2o glinomer of
(rod’s hand is seen anywhere. Sunsct and sunrise ave blasphemons,
they are mockeries to man, only the black rain out of the bruised and
swollen clouds all through the bitter black of might is fit atmosphere in
such a land. The razn drwes on, the stinking mud becomes evilly
sellow. the shell-koles fill up with green-wwhite water, the roeds and
tracks are covered 1n inches of sitme, the black dying trees ooze and
sweal and the shells never cease. They alone plunge overhead, teanng
away the roting tree stumps...aruhilaling maiming, maddening,

they plunge into the grave which is this land,; one huge

grove, and cast

upon il the poor dead. It is unspeakable, godless, hopeless.

Paul Nash

From the very beginning of the war troops on all sides had
been forced at times to dig in to obtain some kind of cover
against enemy firepower. But the first carthworks they threw

up were purely t

, shallow depressions similar to the
slumnchu and !‘ox-hoiq of the Seeond World War ‘rh‘:,

G Sk 560

Argonnae, 1815.

A German officar supervises
his men digging o trench in the



_A torgrsste of the renches:

German infantry cig rifle
pits, 1914
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T qive stmme munima.

T,

Irolscien, lor twenty-four
BIOT 0 mowing forwares But after she

e Narne, when the rer seaiing Germans reacned 1a
e Remmeri. von Fuikenhave, decided tmye Ris om D8 mus:
T IR0SC marls of Franee and Beigium that
e erruamied. The Uermans he fein couid afford o s
-3 no o 2ny 22tzcks that the Alnes, panticulariy ihe
b wouiG e obiigsd to isunen. They were.the ones wio
© > lberatle their coumtny from the imvader: therefore ier
Y. BTCEA IRETsSEIVES LDon 2 well-jomtiSed German defensive
So ine Germans dug in, intending o remain jus: where
ney wers The Allies soon found tnar they were incapabic of
prras.ng through this line 2né thev ‘oo begar ¢ create o

Banent ine of carthworks. It was never conceived of as
SUThan Locumsingsoff poin: for an uivmziea decissve
Hreakiarough, sut even the most obtuse Allied commande:
Teaused thar their forces migh: have to remain where thew
were jur geite a few monshs.

The beginning of trench warfare proper is uscally given as
Sepiember 1914, when t2e German V'] Reserve Corps :urnec
~founc on the Chemin des Dames Ridge and diocked :h
a€vance of the Brtish | Corps. Within 2 few weeks the
sutiemate 1220 occurred there had spreac down the whoic
gutiiceane. Thi line spread from the North Sea 2o the Swiss
Frontier. Qoviousiv. on such 2 iong iine. 4735 miies n ali, tac
mature ol the terrain varied consideradis, and this ir turn kad
s elieet upon the tvpe of trenches and fortifications that were
wit The northern part of the irom:. :in Beigium and :n
rarce as fur south 2s the Somme, was aelc by the Briuse
tere was tc be jound some of the worst terrain of ail anc
swiaions e the Briush trenches were ofter mghimansh

{nv iine began at Nicuport on the coast anc then ran ziong
e Buodec Yser to Dixmude. From there it s2n around the

womous Ypres Salient and across the French frontier

wnn-west of Armenuéres. This Flanders countryside was
<ry Eat and rarely more than 2 metre or two above sea leve:.
tre nearest English equivaien: would be the fenlands of
-smbricgeshire and Lincoinshire In such conditions the
nost irivial little bump in the ground, never more than six‘y
neires above sea jevel, became zn important strategic point.
-nfortunately most of irem were held by the Germans.
laving been the firs: 0 decide 10 stand fast and dig they had
twavs been able 10 choose the mos: advanzageous spots. Two
" the most importaat were Hill 60, two miies south-wes: of
‘pres. and the Wwischaere-Messines Ridge. a little 0 :he
ULy,

Not oniv did possession of :he higher ground give :he
'TmAns i tacucal advantage. but i 2iso forced the Beitish 0
ve i the foulest concitions. As soon as thev began to dig
own they wauld invariabiv £ad water two or three feet bejow
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DURN faMa ane faunaus. Trenches TTODTT were Uil ol o the
suestion and tne British ironr was & sesies s! sandoag

oressiworks and fortified isiands. The Germans <id their hess
10 maxe lic even more intoleradie bv continuxily sheiling the
boces and rving 1o food ou: the defenders. in the rest ol
Flancess :ac British were soon forced to give up the unegua!
sLUuLRIc against the wmud and che comstanily collapsing
trenches From januany 1915 they toox 10 constructing wha:
WETE Caned parapel ¢r command irenches. The Germans
TTIUTTCC ¢ them as Box trenches. In these one oniv dug down,
: (6o MAXITUI of ORT O tWO fter 2nc the rest of the
TTench was duilt up with thick walis of sancbags. These latter
wers marely 3led with sand: earth or, sest of il ciay was
generaly used. Such irenches were usuziiy between seven und
€zl eet deen and six to seven feer wics, The walis o
Mindhags tnemseives were made as thick as F0o3s:dic 10 absors
4%y Duliets o shell fragments. Oken they measured as much
43 ten fcet at the t0p 2ad tweaty fee: 21 the base. ia certain
pams of the line tae ground was too swampy to permi: even
*he creation of secure command wenches. In the La Bassée
vecior, which lav beiow sea level. 2 sysrer: of ferro-concrese
empiacements had to be built. The 42nd East Lancashire
Division: on one Brigade front of about 2,000 vards used 3,036
Sags of cement. 19.384 bags of skingie and 9.692 bags of sand
in creating 2 single reserve trench line. Even exciuding the
NECEISAN waler, 12is invoives over 900 tons of mareria’s. most
of whuen nad to be manhandied by those members of the
Drvision not actuailv in the Sre trenches.

There was one other sector of the iine :n which command
irenchey were standard practice. This was in the Argonne.
held by tne French. wnere agair it was found that the water
‘eve. was much 100 near the surface. In all other areas the
iroops s:mply dug themselves a deep hole in the ground..But
whether trenches were dug or builz, they were all - French,
German or Britisn ~ cesigned accosding to the same basic
pattern. in the fentand of Flanders, the slacheaps of industriai
Artots, the chalky cownlands of Picardy. the marshy lowiands
of the Somme Valley, along the line of the Aisne, through
Champagne. the Argonne, Lorraine 2nd across the
mourntainous Vosges, each side created for themseives fairiy
uniform aefence systems, and refearnt a vocabuiary that owed
more to Vauban than :0 the theories of contemporary military

cience

The ‘rom of the trench was known as the parapet. generally
2but tea fee: high. Even in trenches which were dug down. the
19p two or three fret of the parapet would consist of 3 thick
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iinc of sandbags. Obviously, in a trench of this depth it would
be impossible to see or fire over the top. so there was built at
.he bottom a two or three-foot high ledge known as the
firc-step. This was used by those on sentry duty, or by the
whole unit when ‘standing to’ to face a possibie enemy attack.
The back wall of the trench was known as the parados, and it
too was often built up with sandbags. Except in 2 particularly
favourable terrain, notably chalk, it was not possible to expect
the sides of a trench to stand up of their own accord. Rainfall,
natural pressures and sheli-fire would inevitably cause
extensive subsidences. To minimise the chance of such
disasters it was usual to revet the parapet and parados. The
British and Germans generally used sandbags and timber,
whilst the French were mare inclined to use hurdles, bunches

SIDE-VIEW OF TRENCH




An almost t00 perfect
exampie of o

tranch showing the treverses
ang tiradava

of twigs and branches cut from surrounding irees. Stone was
rarely used, partly because of the effort involved in
transporting it, but also because it was unwise 10 buiid a
revetment too solidly. The French had tried using stone in
trenches near Compiégne and it was found that. whiist the
parapet did aot collapse, the weight of the trappec rainwater
simply pushed the sides of the trenches closer and cioser
together.

Of course trenches were not simply long. straight lines. T his
would have presented terrible dangers should :he enemy cver
have broken into the trench line. Then they couid have simply
set up 4 machine gun and fired right down the trench (i.c.
enfiladed fire). Thus the trench was broken up into small
sections, each screened from the other by a barrier of earth
and sandbags jutting out into the trench. The straight
sccuions. perhaps ten yards long, were known as firebays,
where the infantryman usually stood when on duty or alert,
whilst the kinks' in the line were known as traverses. Seen
from the air a trench line had the crenellated appearance of
the hHattlements on a castie. The Germans adopted an
identical system, though the French were inclined to do
without the laborious chain or bays and traverses, preferring
instead a simole zig-zag line. -




v

The armies remained in these holes for the next four years.
~illions of men trapped in a desoiate strip of territory, Lving
and dying tn 2 wilderness of trenches, dugouts, craters.
shattered villages and forests of lifeless tree-stumps, a descrt in
the midst of civilisation, that became morc featurcless with
each passing day. This book is concerned with the way men
lived in this physical and spiritual desert. It will show how
even in the midst of previously inconceivable conditions, men
were able to formulate routines, rules and codes of conduct
that could create some kind of order, some kind of meaning in
the midst of Chaos itscif. For all were agreed that they lived on
the very threshold of Hell.

A French infantry licutenant, Alfred Joubaire, wrote in his
diary shortly before he was killed: * Humanity is mad! It must
be mad to do what it is doing. What a massacre! What scenes
of horror and carnage! 1 cannot find words to translate my
impressions. Hell cannot be so terrible. Men are mad!’ Yet
most men lived through the experience and remained more or
less sane. Perhaps by examining the nature of that experience,
at its most mundane, day-to-day level, it may be possible to
discover just how the troops in the trenches managed to
discern a necessary and logical reality that enabled them 10
survive and fight on.




FRONT LINE TRENCHES
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The front-line trench was net, in fact. the most forward
defensive position. Running out at right-angles to most
trenches were what were known as saps, narrow passages
some twenty or thirty yards long leading to an isolated little
position for two or three men. These were the listening posts
where for a couple of hours at a time the sentries would squat,
pecring into the darkness and straining to hear the shightes:
sound from the enemy lines. A French soldier spoke of “the
litle listening posts of terrible memory. It is difficult to
imagine the suffering of the sentries. . . How often did the
absolute solitude provoke panic at the slightest movement of
an animal in the grass. at the stirring of a branch in the
moonlight>’ These listening posts were often in shell craters.
In 1916 and 1917, particularly, a shell falling in no man’s land
would precipitate a series of minor but bloody attacks and
counter-attacks as cach side tried to seize the new crater and
connect it 1o their own lines with a new sap. For some time it
was a General Order that any British unit had to occupy any
shell crater created within sixty vards of their line. These were



A” 3en1d’ view 2t the
H ngeninrg ine as seen ‘rom
2 000 teoct.

often consolidated as *cruciform’ posts, formed of two trenches
intersecting at right angles.

Trenches also had outlets irom the back. For they were
usually built in triple lines: the fire trench, the support trench
and the reserve trench or dugouts. In the more compicated
German systems there might be as many as ten lines of
trenches. To allow soldiers to move to the front or rear in
comparatively safety communication trenches were built
between the various lines. They were usually the same depth
and width as ordinary fire trenches but did not have traverses
and fircbays. But these too were never constructed in a
straight line, and went out in 2 zig-zag. On the British front by
1917 some of these communication trenches were as much as
three miles long.

Another indispensable feature of any piece of trench was the
dugout, a shelter or burrow to give some sort of protection
against the elements and enemy artillery. Oficers could almost
always expect to find a corner in some kind of dugout, buti the
ordinary soldiers, in many cases, had to make do with even
cruder refuges. Sometimes they simply spread pieces of wood,
corrugated iron or tarpaulin across the trench from parapet to
parados. In other cases they would scoop out a hollow in the
front or back of the trench. Here, wrapped in their
groundsheets, they would snatch their brief periods of sleep,
curled up parallel to the trench or with their feet sticking out
into it. This system of personal ‘funk-holes’ was particularly
common among the French. In the German and English lines,
in theory at least, it was banned because of the increased
danger of the trench walls subsiding. Nevertheless. any unit
marching along a trench at night would provoke &
monotonous series of muffied oaths as they stumbled over the
legs of sieeping soldiers.



¢ is generally agreed that the Germans were much better
o thar the Allies with respect 10 their dugouts. In the front
hne there was little difference. One Germar oificer has
gescribed the forward trenches in Champagne where the
avatlable shelter was nothing more than recesses dug in the
chaik walls and covered with boards and a few shovelfuls of
suil. Their inherent dampness caused the infantrymen 1o refer
t0 them as “drip wells’ or ‘men’s baths". But further back the
accommodation was, under the circumstances, almost lavish.
Such was the case in the Somme Valley in 1916. Here the
dugouts were chirty or forty feet deep, connected by tunnels
and steel railway systems. Electric light and ventilation was
provided in all rooms, and many of them had panclied walls
and planked floors. An English chaplain who visited some
captured German trenches during the Battle of the Somme

make these dugouts habitable. The walls were boarded with
neatly morticed timbers, telephone wires were laid along the
walls. iron girders were boxed in, ceilings were painted white,
woudwork varnished, and in the officers’ quarters one even
found wooden beading, carpets on the floors and glass
windows. The Reverend was probably mistaken abour the
windows. .\nother eye-witness pointed out that the German
dugouts captured near Le Sars contained ‘port holes’ of
mirrored glass to give the illusion of being able to look out.

Brrtush otficers a2 caprured




Wire. of couarse, was a ubiquitous feature of no man’s iand.
One of ine most common fatgues for the men in the trenches
wias the wiring party. Almost every night a little group wouid
have to crawl over their own parapets and repair an old
entanglemen: or add even more. At first the wire was
supported with stakes knocked in with padded malicts. but
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later someone came up with the idea of giving the stakes 2  Barbed wire entangiements.
corkscrew tip $o that they could be noiselessly inserted into
the ground. For obvious reasons the wire was always placed at
least a grenade's throw from one’s own trench. The amount
used varied a great deal, di on the zeal and
industriousness of the unit in the tine. The Germans were
particularly keen in this respect. Their wire was hardly ever
less than fifty feet dcep.andinmnypiacaumahundmd
feet more In the Siegfried Line every trench had at least ten
belts of wire in front of it. The French, too, relied heavily on
this kind of obstruction. In the Fourth Army trenches near
Rheims in April 1916 it was an Army Order that each unit
had to add at least two yards to the thickness of the wire every

week.
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But what of that narrow strip that divided (wo opposing
trench lines = ‘no man’s land"? The very negativeness of the

being two to three hundred yards. In Flanders, the average
was a little less, probably about 150 yards. But, it is very
difficult 1o generalise. Around Cambrai, one of the easiest
British sectors, there was a dead zone of 500 yards; whilst at
les Boeufs. near Guillemont, it was only fifty yards.
Sometimes the two sides were aimost nose to nose. Near
Zonnebeke in 1913 the British and Germans were only seven
or c1gnt yards apart. and in certain trenches in La Boisselle it
has been claimed that the opposing sentries could have
crossed their bayonets. In the Ypres Salient, the worst part of
the British lines, the trenches were always very close. At one
point the Canadians found themselves at one end of 3 ruined
barn and the Germans at the other. On the Bellewaarde
Ridge. in 1915, the British and the Germans actually shared
*he sume front-line trench. All that divided them was 2 thick
barrier of sandbags and barbed wire.




14 A CENTURY OF WAR

RIGHT: A Briush teench
n France, with weary
soidiers grabbing some
sieep, while a comrade
keeps watch armed with
s 3.303 inch Short
Magazine Lec-Enfield
rific The revetments
and bridge indicate a
wnse 0f permanence.

Bi.ow. Amernican troops
operating Renault tanks
in the Argonne rcgion in
France in Seprember
1918, less than two
months before the war’s

First World War 1914-1918

Background

With hindsight, the First World War seems to
have been inevitable. The preceding decade
was characterised by armament races between

the great powers (on land between Germany
and France, and at sea between Germany and
Great Britain), the weakness of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, and Russia’s Balkan policy,
coupled, in virtually all European states, with
jingoistic nationalism. There had also been a
series of small wars: between ltaly and Turkey
in 1912, and two Balkan Wars, the first from
October 1912 to May 1913 and the second
from June to August 1913.

In such a high pressure situation it needed
only a small spark to ignite the explosion,
which came with the assassination of the
Arch-Duke Francis Ferdinand of Austria-
Hungary in Sarajevo. In all countries
involved, the generals and admirals insistec
that the order be given to start the massive
mobilisation and deployment processes, whilt
popular jingotsm also pushed the statesmer
into ever more entrenched positions. Austria
Hungary declared war on Serbia on




